N o 2 0 1 0 / 1 S p e c i a l F e a t u r e B efore discussing the question of "independent" Chinese films in the Hong Kong International Film Festival (HKIFF), it should be pointed out that the term "independent" has become, over the years, an almost meaningless label save for marketing and academic purposes, or to "lionise" independent films in China. Some filmmakers in China submit their films for censorship and some don't. From our perspective, we are not interested in why they do or why they don't, as such decisions are irrelevant to our programming decisions. Perhaps they hate the government as some people hope, or perhaps they are simply too lazy or scared to engage the authorities. Whatever, we are not interested. In any case, these uncensored films do not constitute a concerted effort to forge any aesthetics -new, reinvented, or otherwise. The "independent" label, if it is to be applied with any rigor, can be attached to any film made in China that did not seek clearance from the censors. Real independent filmmakers with a truly "indie" attitude at odds with the authorities, the dominant ideology, and/or the market mainstream are rare anywhere on earth. Most so called "independent" American filmmakers working outside of Hollywood are eager to get a big studio contract. Similarly, most of the "indie" Chinese filmmakers today would be happy to work in an industry setup, i.e., film as commerce with a producer and accountability to investors and toeing China's censorship lines. This applies more to "indie" feature filmmaking, especially after the success stories of Zhang Yuan and Jia Zhangke. In fact, if there were ever an independent circuit and a space outside the system for "indies" in China, it would be very limited and underdeveloped: this is what prompted Jia Zhangke's decision in 2003 to leave the "underground" in order for his films to be seen by a larger Chinese audience. His decision, preceded by a similar one by Zhang Yuan, simply provided an example of one more option to all "indie" filmmakers, who can always choose between getting clearance from the censors or not. Things were a little different when it all started with a group of "indie" documentary filmmakers back in the late 80s and the early 90s. The HKIFF began screening independent Chinese cinema in 1991. Some friends in Beijing introduced one of us, Wong Ain-ling, to Wu Wenguang when Wong went there to scout films during the winter of 1990. Wu showed her his video documentary Bumming in Beijing -The Last Dreamers (Liulang Beijing: Zuihou de mengxi-angzhe), a 150-minute documentary on four artists who had given up their jobs and residential registrations and had gone to Beijing to try their luck in the early 1980s. That was a totally different perspective from the otherwise more academic and conventional (if not necessarily official) works. The filming started in the summer of 1988 and was completed in mid-1990, documenting the anxieties and lives of a generation who had lived through the drastic social changes of the 1980s, especially the traumas of the June 4 tragedy, signalling the end of innocence and romanticism. There was a sense of urgency in the film that we found hard to overlook. It goes without saying that the scouting of films outside the official circuit takes place outside the official outlets, mainly by word of mouth and through personal contacts. Very soon, independent filmmakers began coming to the HKIFF with their works, realising that the festival represented a doorway to the outside world. The HKIFF provided these directors with a professional screening venue and a sizable Chinese audience not readily found on the Chinese mainland. In addition, the HKIFF always had overseas journalists and critics as well as festival delegates attending, and the efforts of these people brought the possibility of subsequent screenings of these films in international festivals and film museums, if not exactly their international distribution. Over the past three years, it may be noted, distribution possibilities have further increased since the HKIFF moved its opening to match that of the FILMART (Hong Kong International Film & TV Market), attended by thousands of overseas buyers and exhibitors. Production and financing possibilities have also increased over the same period of time, since the HKIFF Society took up organising the HAF (Hong Kong -Asia Film Financing Forum), held in the same period as FILMART. S p e c i a l F e a t u r e lect Chinese films on the basis of artistic merit and cultural, social, or historical significance, the same criteria applied to all other films in our programme. Whether they have an "indie" label or not is really irrelevant to our selection. And, as explained above, independent film from China is a mixed bag that certainly includes festival pleasers and stereotypes, as well as genuinely innovative works. We can only consider them case by case. "Canon building" is not what HKIFF is interested in, especially for something as ill-defined as "Chinese independent cinema." Independent Chinese Films at the HKIFF Historically, the HKIFF was one of the major windows for independent Chinese cinema to reach international audiences. To round up the special feature, the editors have compiled a list of films shown at the HKIFF and that can be classified as independent, based on the HKIFF catalogues. Two main criteria were applied: directors who became active after 1990 (including some older directors who had not made films before); and relative independence of production (meaning that the films was not initiated by a state studio, even if it may have later bought the "brand name" of a state studio or sought approval from the Film Bureau). However, this is not a definitive classification, its purpose is mainly informative. 
